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In his archaeological study of elite landscapes in the medieval period, Oliver H. Creighton 
(2009, 47) states that “[g]ardens were, in a sense, transformative, mediating domestic spaces 
– carefully managed points of interface between the household and the natural world 
beyond.” It is the transformative, hybrid and liminal space of the enclosed garden that I will 
examine in this essay. In particular, I will argue that in Marie de France’s Anglo-Norman/Old 
French, twelfth-century lay Lanval and the anonymous fourteenth-century Middle English 
Breton lay Sir Orfeo, the transformative nature of the orchard marks the space as inherently 
queer and creates the potential for transgressive acts and Otherworldly encounters. In Lanval, 
the setting of the orchard allows Marie de France to invert common conventions of medieval 
literature and gender politics to present an alternative gender dynamic between knight and 
lady. It is also the physical space in which the protagonist Lanval is directly accused of 
sodomy. In Sir Orfeo, the “ympe-tre” (Sir Orfeo, 70. All Middle English references are from 
Bliss 1966, and modern English translations from Tolkien 1975, with line numbers) in the 
orchard functions as a limen to the Otherworld and thus the orchard is presented as a 
permeable space which is open to the supernatural fairies.   
The Historical Orchard 
In order to fully explore the queer potential of the literary orchard, it is first necessary to 
briefly examine the historical orchard and its purpose in the medieval period. Orchards were 
a particular type of garden used for cultivating different fruit trees and demarcated by 
enclosure. The etymology of the word “orchard,” from the Old English “ort-geard” meaning 
“enclosed garden,” further equates the medieval orchard with the physical and cultural space 
 
 
of the pleasure garden (Toller 1898, 767). Even the biggest medieval orchards, such as those 
belonging to the Church or the Crown, would have been enclosed by a wall, ditch, hedge, or 
fence in order to keep out animals and intruders. Although illustrations of orchards are sparse, 
it is often suggested that they were also maintained for aesthetic purposes and provided 
wooded, fragrant and shady walks for their owners (McLean 1981, 247). As I shall suggest 
below with regards to Lanval and Sir Orfeo, the fact that orchards were contained spaces of 
natural beauty bound by enclosure means that they can be thought of in terms of the locus 
amoenus. This point is also emphasised by Creighton who notes that castles especially were 
connected to vast pleasure grounds that could contain “orchards, vineyards, groves, 
walkways, areas dedicated to sporting activities, terraces, mounds, trees, ponds and 
fountains” (2009, 45). Thus, the medieval orchard had two specific functions; on a practical 
level it provided fruit that was used for culinary purposes but it also had a wider function as a 
space of beauty and pleasure (and see also Tyers’ chapter in this volume).  
In her analysis of pleasure gardens, Arlyn Diamond describes gardens as “social spaces, 
designed for multiple functions … they appear to permit, or encourage, the crossing of 
boundaries between ranks and genders” (Diamond 2010, 127). I argue that it is for this reason 
that the multivalent space of the orchard is filled with queer potential. Particularly in literary 
imaginings, orchards become a loci of agency where transgressive and queer acts are 
performed. In the rest of this essay, I will demonstrate that in Lanval and Sir Orfeo, the 
orchard is thus a dangerous queer space precisely because it destabilises heteronormative 
boundaries by providing a place for transgressive behaviours and interactions with the female 
or supernatural Other. 
Queens Behaving Badly: Female Masculinity and Queer Space in Lanval 
 
 
Marie de France’s lai Lanval tells the story of an overlooked foreign knight at King Arthur’s 
court. Feeling dejected after Arthur fails to reward him with land and women, Lanval leaves 
the court and lays down under a tree in a meadow. While there, he is visited by two fairies 
who take them to meet their lady, the Fairy Maiden. The Fairy Maiden immediately confesses 
(all Old French references are from Ewert 2001, and English translations from Burgess and 
Busby 2003, with line numbers) her love for Lanval and promises him unlimited wealth, her 
love and her body, providing he does not reveal her identity or their secret to anyone  
Shortly after this initial encounter between the Fairy Maiden and Lanval and following the 
feast of St John, we are told that: 
D’ici qu’a trente chevalier 
S’ierent alé esbanïer 
En un vergier desuz la tur 
U la reïne ert a surjur 
[“as many as thirty knights had gone to relax in a garden beneath the tower where the 
queen was staying”] 
(Lanval, 220-224) 
The substantive “vergier” is often glossed simply as “garden” but the word more specifically 
denotes a culinary garden or an orchard (Anglo-Norman Dictionary, s.v. “vergier”). This 
introduction of the orchard as a setting in the lay inverts the common connotations of the 
enclosed garden with femininity. Instead of opening this scene with images of spring, 
blossoming foliage and the female body, Marie chooses instead to avert the readers gaze to 
the bodies of the male knights as they relax beneath the phallic tower that the Queen inhabits.  
 
One key point raised by this placement of the male body in the enclosed orchard is thus that 
the knights are presented as exposed and, as I will show, vulnerable to the female gaze. As 
 
 
highlighted above, it was not unusual for the historical orchard to be used as a quiet space for 
relaxation and recreation. The inclusion of thirty knights in this normally secluded space 
however implies some deeper purpose for their leisurely use of the orchard. I suggest that the 
knights are positioned beneath the Queen’s tower with the intention of engaging in the 
practices of courtly love, a recurrent motif by the twelfth-century, as attested by Louis-
Georges Tin in his examination of heterosexual culture (Tin 2012, 15). This argument is 
reinforced in the lay when Marie informs us that the knights bring Lanval to the orchard 
because he is “larges e cuteis” [“generous and courtly,” Lanval, 231] and then later still when 
they take the ladies by the hand and we are informed that the “[c]il parlemenz n’iert pas 
vilains” [“conversation was not uncourtly” Lanval, 252]. For my purposes here, it is 
important to note that while the other knights and ladies in the lay thus appear to follow the 
normative practices of courtly love where the men take on the active role of courtly lover, 
both Lanval and the Queen subvert these practices. It is the Queen whose behaviour is most 
unexpected, however, as she reverses the trope completely and actively pursues Lanval once 
he becomes subject to her gaze:  
S’esteit la reïne apuïe. 
Treis dames ot ensemble od li. 
La maisnie le rei choisi, 
Lanval conut e esgarda. 
[“The queen, in the company of three ladies, was reclining by a window cut out of the 
stone when she caught sight of the king’s household and recognized Lanval”]  
(Lanval, 238-241) 
 
 
In Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale, we are presented with the more familiar motif of 
the female body enclosed in the garden and subject to the male gaze:  
And so bifel, by aventure or cas,  
That thurgh a wyndow, thikke of many a barre 
Of iren greet and square as any sparre,  
He [Palamon] cast his eye upon Emelya (Benson 2008, l. 1074-77) 
[It chanced, as fate or luck would have it then, 
That through a window, fenced with iron bars 
Solid and big as any wooden beam,  
He cast his eye upon Emilia] (Wright 1985, pg. 28) 
The emphasis on voyeurism in this scene as Palamon “cast[s] his eye” upon Emily is more in 
keeping with normative gender roles and separation between the sexes; the knights are 
situated in a phallic tower while Emily is presented as an idealised image of femininity in the 
garden below. As highlighted by Roberta Magnani, in her exploration of the hortus 
conclusus’s queer potential, while enclosed in the feminised garden Emily is subject to public 
surveillance and “the triple gaze of the narrator and the two knights” (Magnani 2014, 95; and 
see Diamond 2010, 126-7). 
In Lanval, it is not the female body that is subject to the male gaze but the male bodies of the 
knights who fall under the voyeuristic gaze of the Queen. Once she has recognised Lanval, 
the Queen sends one of her ladies to gather the most beautiful ladies of her household and 
they go to join the knights in the orchard. From the moment that she enters the enclosure of 
the orchard, the queen displays, what Halberstam has termed “female masculinity;” the 
 
 
conceptualisation of “masculinity without men” (Halberstam 1998, 2). Within this space the 
Queen is presented as dominant, overtly sexual and appropriates the role of (male) courtly 
lover. 
 
Luce Irigaray argues that women are commodities exchanged between men in order to 
strengthen homosocial relations and uphold the patriarchy (Irigaray 1985). While we are 
presented with this view of women in the opening of the lai of Lanval where women are 
exchanged as part of Arthur’s largesse, the Queen and the Fairy Maiden challenge this 
concept through their agency. As noted by Sharon Kinoshita and Peggy McCracken (2012, 
10), Marie offers us the possibility of “worlds in which women could choose their own 
lovers.” In Lanval, the Queen as a married woman is not afforded the same level of freedom 
as the Fairy Maiden. However, by appropriating the male role of active courtly lover, the 
Queen transgresses the boundaries of normative practices and demonstrates that the orchard 
provides a space where women can take control of their sexual desires. Through her 
propositioning of Lanval, it is clear that the Queen is accustomed to acting on her sexual 
impulses and seeing her desires fulfilled: 
“Lanval, mut vus ai honuré 
E mut cheri e mut amé. 
Tute m’amur poëz aveir. 
Kar me dites vostre voleir. 
Ma druërie vus otrei; 
Mut devez ester lié de mei.” 
 
 
[“Lanval, I have honoured, cherished and loved you much. You may have all my 
love: just tell me what you desire! I grant you my love and you should be glad to have 
me”]. 
(Lanval, 263-268) 
Here the Queen is offering herself to Lanval in parallel terms to the Fairy Maiden’s, but it is 
her own self-worth that is given precedence by her statement that he should be pleased to 
obtain her, “Mut devez ester lié de mei.” This indicates that the Queen’s “love” for Lanval is 
entirely selfish; she participates in the practice of courtly love to flatter her own vanity and 
fulfil her own sexual desires. In their theorisation of queer time and space, Halberstam argues 
that “[q]ueer uses of time and space develop, at least in part, in opposition to the institutions 
of family, heterosexuality and reproduction” (Halberstam 2005, 4-5). By actively seeking an 
adulterous (admittedly heterosexual) relationship, the Queen in Lanval is resisting the 
“institutions” of family and reproduction and aligning herself with queer uses of time and 
space. Furthermore, Halberstam writes that in Western civilisation “long periods of stability 
are considered to be desirable, and people who live in rapid bursts … are characterized as 
immature and even dangerous” (ibid.). By participating in female masculinity within the 
enclosure of the orchard, the Queen can be seen to be rejecting heteronormative practices and 
her desire to push at the boundaries of courtly behaviour indicates that she is choosing to live 
in these rapid bursts of pleasure and thus represents a danger to normative courtliness.   
 
The transgressive, sexually charged behaviour of the Queen reaffirms male anxieties about 
women in positions of power, namely that queens who are transgressive exert political 
influence over their husbands and are able to damage homosocial relationships between the 
king and his vassals (McCracken 1998, 144-170). This is demonstrated in the lay when the 
 
 
Queen taints Lanval’s homosocial relationships with his peers; angry at Lanval’s rejection 
she accuses him of sodomy: 
“Lanval,” fete le, “bien le quit. 
Vus n’amez gueres cel delit. 
Asez le m’ad hum dit sovent 
Que des femmez n’avez talent. 
Vallez avez bien afeitiez, 
Ensemble od eus vus deduiez. 
Vileins cuarz, mauveis failliz, 
Mu test mi sires maubailliz, 
Que pres de lui vus ad suffert; 
Mun escïent que Deus en pert.” 
[“Lanval,” she said, “I well believe that you do not like this kind of pleasure. I have 
been told often enough that you have no desire for women. You have well-trained 
young men and enjoy yourself with them. Base coward, wicked recreant, my lord is 
extremely unfortunate to have suffered you near him. I think he may have lost his 
salvation because of it!”]  
(Lanval, 277-86). 
I have reproduced the Queen’s words in full to highlight the vehemence of her reaction. As 
William Burgwinkle has pointed out, the Queen illogically reasons that Lanval’s refusal of 
her must mean that he has no desire for women and hence must prefer men. It is the Queen’s 
accusation of sodomy and the subsequent trial that he faces that causes Lanval to permanently 
 
 
detach himself from the homosocial world of Arthur’s court (Burgwinkle 2004, 163-4). The 
queer space of the enclosed orchard therefore provides the catalyst for Lanval’s irrevocable 
break with the human world. Although he does not actually physically leave the courtly 
sphere until the end of the lai when he rides off with the Fairy Maiden, it is in the orchard that 
he reveals himself as out-of-synchronisation with courtly norms and homosocial behaviour.  
 
Following her impassioned exchange with Lanval and her subsequent appeal to King Arthur, 
the Queen suddenly reverts to a more passive female role as she relinquishes control of 
Lanval’s fate to her husband. As stressed by McCracken, Lanval’s insult to the Queen and 
her accusation against him are appropriated by Arthur resulting in the silencing of the female 
voice (McCracken 1998, 157). The Queen is a witness to Lanval’s trial but does not speak 
again in the lai, further supporting my thesis that it is only within the queer space of the 
enclosed orchard that the Queen is able to perform the queer role of female masculinity. 
Outside of this locus of agency, the Queen reverts to her role as wife and relinquishes the 
queer power that she openly displayed in the confines of the orchard. It is therefore apparent 
that the orchard in Lanval represents a dangerous space which transforms gender binaries, 
destabilises heteronormative practices and creates a tension between normative and 
nonnormative behaviour.  
The Queer Touch of the Fairies and the “ympe-tre” as Limen in Sir Orfeo 
In Sir Orfeo, on the other hand, the orchard is not presented as a dangerous space because of 
the sexual deviance of a queen but because of its direct connection with the Fairy Otherworld. 
The Otherworld is a queer space that “exists neither above nor below ours, but rather in 
another, parallel reality” (Saunders 1993, 46; and see Morgan 2015). The conflation of the 
orchard with the Otherworld thus marks the enclosed orchard as a space easily permeated by 
 
 
queer beings, in this case, the supernatural fairies who act as queering agents by disrupting 
normative teleologies and identities.  
The lay of Sir Orfeo is a medieval retelling of the classical myth of Orpheus and Eurydice; it 
reconfigures the story of Orpheus’ journey to the Underworld in terms of courtly norms. The 
narrative is situated in medieval England instead of Classical Greece and crucially, Queen 
Heurodis is not killed but is instead abducted by the Fairy King.   
Near the beginning of the lay Sir Orfeo we are given a conventional description of the beauty 
of nature in the spring; it is May “when miri & hot is þe day,” [“when glad and warm doth 
shine the day,” Sir Orfeo, 58] and we are told that “eueri field is full of flowers,” while 
“blosme breme on eueri bouȝ” ["every field is filled with flowers, on every branch the 
blossom blows,” Sir Orfeo, 58-60]. This idyllic description is then continued as the Orfeo-
poet informs us that the queen, Heurodis: 
tok to maidens of priis, 
& went in an vndrentide 
To play bi an orchard-side, 
To se þe floures sprede & spring, 
& to here þe foules sing. 
Þai sett hem doun al þre 
Vnder a fair ympe-tre 
[two maidens fair to garden green 
with her she took at drowsy tide 
of noon to stroll by orchard-side, 
 
 
to see the flowers there spread and spring 
and hear the birds on branches sing. 
There down in shade they sat all three 
beneath a fair young grafted tree] 
(Sir Orfeo, 64-70) 
The emphasis on the female character’s relationship with nature once more strengthens the 
topos of the idealised female body contained within the enclosed garden. This ideological 
representation of Heurodis, as we shall see, is very quickly transformed in the narrative as 
Heurodis takes on the role of queered being following the introduction of the fairies into the 
presumed safety of the walled orchard. The idyllic description of the orchard therefore serves 
an important function; it portrays the orchard as a cultivated, private space directly under the 
control of men. The intrusion of the fairies into this private space can therefore be read as a 
violation of private space; marking the enclosed orchard as a penetrable and vulnerable space 
where transgressions can occur.  
It is imperative that Heurodis chooses to sit beneath the “ympe-tre” at the queer time of 
“vndrentide.” Carolyn Dinshaw argues that the “howre of vnderon” [the “vndertide”] 
provides “a moment of instability or vulnerability in both secular and biblical traditions” 
(Dinshaw 2012, 6, quote at 51). As a result of this mistake, Heurodis very suddenly falls into 
a deep sleep where she encounters the Fairy King and his retinue and her maidens are afraid 
to wake her. Doob (1974, 177) argues that Heurodis is here committing the sin of sloth, 
which causes the deep sleep. This argument is not entirely convincing however, as there is no 
indication that Heurodis is behaving wrongfully by simply enjoying the orchard in spring. In 
medieval literature, the “ympe-tre” or grafted tree is often used as an intersection between the 
human world and the Otherworld. This is noted by Saunders who writes that the “unnatural, 
 
 
artificial quality of grafting and the association in Celtic legend of the most common type of 
grafted tree, the apple tree, with the otherworld, render the “ympe-tre” a powerful symbol of 
the faery” (Saunders 2001, 228). I would take Saunders’ argument further and argue that the 
unnatural, hybrid nature of the grafted tree, of which there may have been many in the 
enclosed orchard, is not just a “powerful symbol of the faery” but also a symbol of queerness. 
 
That the term “ympe-tre” denotes a hybrid grafted tree is often commented on by critics (for 
example Bullock-Davies 1962), however, few make note of the fact that these trees can also 
be associated with youth and an element of transformation. In her study of medieval gardens 
in England, McLean (1981, 241) states that “grafts, scions, shoots and saplings were all 
called ‘imps’” and that they were produced in nursery gardens before being sold to gardeners, 
farmers and estate managers. It is worth noting that “imps” were also used to form hedges 
and fences and this perhaps explains why we are told specifically by the Orfeo-poet that the 
“ympe-tre” is located at the “orchardside” (Sir Orfeo, 66). This space, as highlighted in the 
Middle English Dictionary, relates to the edges of an orchard and can thus be correlated with 
other liminal spaces in medieval literature such as the medieval forest which are categorised 
by boundaries and often permeated by queer beings such as werewolves, giants and fairies. 
The ‘orchard-side’ in Sir Orfeo takes on this role as a limen to the Otherworld and because of 
this it can be conceptualised through Carolyn Dinshaw’s study of asynchrony, which she 
describes as “different time frames or temporal systems colliding in a single moment of 
‘now’” (Dinshaw 2012, 5, 4). I want to suggest that it is not only time that is “wonderful, 
marvellous, full of queer potential,” to use Dinshaw’s phrase, but it is also the queer space of 
the enclosed orchard which contains the potential for this asynchrony to occur and for bodies 
to be spirited away between worlds. When Orfeo sees Heurodis in the Fairy Otherworld she 
 
 
is sleeping beneath an “ympe-tre” that clearly parallels the “ympe-tre” growing in the 
enclosed orchard. The young tree itself is therefore a material threshold which provides the 
site for the two worlds to collide and interact with one another.  
 
The transformative and disruptive nature of the orchard and more specifically the “ympe-tre” 
is also reflected in Heurodis’ startling transition from “Þe fairest leuedi þat euer was bore” 
[“the fairest lady men have seen,” Sir Orfeo, 210] to a monstrous queer being following her 
self-mutilation: 
Þat vnder-tide was al y-done. 
Ac, as sone as sche gan awake, 
Sche crid, & loþli bere gan make:    
 Sche froted hir honden & hir fet, 
& crached hir visage - it bled wete; 
Hir riche robe hye al to-rett, 
& was reueyd out of hir witt. 
[…till midday soon 
was passed, and come was afternoon. 
Then suddenly they heard her wake,  
and cry, and grievous clamour make; 
she writhed with limb, her hands she wrung, 
she tore her face till blood there sprung, 
 
 
her raiment rich in pieces rent; 
thus sudden out of mind she went]. 
(Sir Orfeo, 76-82. Tolkien 75-82). 
While Heurodis can be viewed as a victim at this point in the text, her self-mutilation marks a 
moment of agency and has a queer valence. Up until this point, Heurodis has been described 
primarily in terms of her corporeal body. While, the Orfeo-poet does convey that she is “(f)ul 
of love and godenisse” [“goodness/virtue”, Sir Orfeo, 77], the main emphasis is on her body 
and it is her indescribable “fairnise” (Sir Orfeo, 56) which is her defining characteristic. As 
such her identity can be read in relation to Irigaray’s theorisation of female beauty: “Female 
beauty is always considered a garment ultimately designed to attract the other into the self … 
The mirror almost always serves to reduce us to pure exteriority” (Irigaray 1993, 65). 
Heurodis’ identity up until the moment of her first encounter with the Fairy King is “pure 
exteriority” and this is reaffirmed later in the lay when she becomes an inhabitant of the 
supernatural Otherworld and her body is re-appropriated by the Fairy King. In this instance 
though, the act of mutilating her own body temporarily breaks the mirror and Heurodis takes 
control of her identity. 
 
The transgressive and dangerous nature of the fairies is therefore mirrored by Heurodis’ self-
mutilation and the enclosed orchard provides the setting for her queering and this act of 
defiance (Caldwell 2007, 299). Moreover, her broken and bleeding body is sharply 
juxtaposed with the beauty of the blossoming orchard. The destruction that her self-
mutilation has caused on her once beautiful body is summarised by Orfeo who laments: 
“O lef liif, what is te,    
 
 
Þat euer ȝete hast ben so stille 
& now gredest wonder schille? 
Þi bodi, þat was so white y-core, 
Wiþ þine nailes is all to-tore. 
Allas! þi rode, þat was so red, 
Is al wan, as þou were ded;    
& al-so þine fingres smale 
Beþ al blodi & al pale.” 
[“Dear life,” he said, “what troubles thee, 
who ever quiet hast been and sweet, 
why dost thou now so shrilly greet? 
Thy body that peerless white was born 
is now by cruel nails all torn. 
Alas! thy cheeks that were so red 
are now as wan as thou wert dead; 
thy fingers too, so small and slim,  
are stained with blood, their hue is dim”]. 
(Sir Orfeo, 102-110).  
In her analysis of Margery Kempe, Carolyn Dinshaw argues that the queer touch “knocks 
signifiers loose, ungrounding bodies, making them strange, working in this way to provoke 
 
 
perceptual shifts and subsequent corporeal response in those touched” (Dinshaw 1999, 151). 
In Sir Orfeo, the queer touch of the fairies works in a similar way; the fairies’ intrusion of the 
human world and the enclosed space of the orchard destabilises Heurodis identity and sets in 
motion a chain of events that threatens the stability of the kingdom. 
 
As this essay has demonstrated, in the medieval lays Lanval and Sir Orfeo, the orchard is 
presented initially as a locus amoenus, a pleasure garden that displays conventional courtly 
images of mirth, courtly love and beauty. These normative literary tropes are then dismantled 
by Marie de France and the Orfeo-poet as the orchard is revealed to be a transformative, 
hybrid and dangerous space which is filled with queer potential. The use of the orchard as a 
setting in both lays provides the impetus for queer interactions and inversions of normative 
behaviour.  
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